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Reinvigorating the Post-Covid Gen Z English Major 

 

Anyone teaching in a college English Department is keenly aware of “the 

dwindling number of English majors” (Parry, 2016, para. 26). From 2012 to May 

2017, English degrees fell 17 percent, though communication degrees increased 8 

percent (American Academy of Arts and Sciences, 2021). Although English 

departments may survive to support the literacy of students in other majors, the 

viability of English as a major course of study is precarious (Hiner, 2012; Kalata, 

2016, p. 54). According to two professors at University of South Carolina, 

Beaufort, “The BA in English faces significant challenges—most notably, since 

2012, the developing risk of extinction” (Swofford & Kilgore, 2020, p. 45). 

Heller’s claim in The New Yorker on the death of the English major (2023), 

Walther’s probe in The New York Times on the death of poetry (2022), followed 

by his “second inquest” (2023), and Scott’s essay on the reading crisis (2023) give 

voice to an anxiety shared among academics in the humanities across the country 

(Letters, 2023; The Mail, 2023). The expanding conversation is leading 

academics to retool their instruction for the new generation. Nationwide English 

faculties at regional comprehensive universities like mine are rallying. The 

declining enrollment, with its significant impact on education, creates an 

opportunity for English departments to rebuild the major for a post-Covid society 

(Zhao, 2022). A quantitative and qualitative research project, the current study 

seeks to learn what classroom adjustments resist the trend away from English, 

particularly away from literature. In addition to collecting the study participants’ 

learning experience in my course, the study collects their experience in six core 

courses in the English major. Like other research on the scholarship of teaching 

and learning that “remain in large part small-scale, short-term, and local in 

orientation (Harland 2016; Tight 2018; How 2020)” (Børte, 2023, p. 599), a 

drawback of this study is the small participant sampling.  

Individual instructors have been finding ways to draw students back to 

lower-division introductory literature surveys by shifting course outcomes away 

from the acquisition of content and toward the development of skills (Kalata, 

2016). Today’s students appreciate the shift, as illustrated by Heller’s citation of a 

Harvard history-and-literature major claiming that in his humanities classes, he 

felt less like a student absorbing information and more like a young thinker 

(2023). By serving today’s generation, the English Department may “no longer 

see itself as part of the Humboldtian goal of educating younger citizens for 

cultural engagement, but rather one that sees itself as creating workers for a 

society organized around industry, corporate entities that form the backbone of 

the ‘culture industry’” (Trivedi, 2023, p. 95). To see the work of the humanities as 

a cultural industry in support of an industrial one requires curricular innovation 

that appeals to Gen Z’s valued areas of personalization, technology, and outcomes 



 

 

(Johnson & Sveen, 2020). Not content to watch new degree programs claim the 

versatility ascribed to a degree in English (Phillips & Sontheimer, 2023), English 

Departments are increasingly positioning themselves to emphasize professional 

development in addition to their existing focus on cultural development.  

Such a shift begins at a grassroots level with individual instructors. My 

research supplements other studies designing ideal learning on campus after the 

COVID-19 pandemic. The current study involves surveying English majors in an 

upper-division course comprised entirely of English majors. To engage learners as 

partners of change and owners of their learning, I collected student opinions about 

literature course learning styles. My purpose was to engage students by 

identifying Generation Z (those born between 1995 and 2012) preferred learning 

styles. I wanted my English Department to build the major back better by 

examining how today’s students learn. A postscript to the MLA’s 1990 Survey of 

Upper-Division Courses, as reported by Huber (1992), the MLA’s study—

unfortunately the most recent national survey of upper-division English courses 

available—comprehensively examines the literature classroom. Like Buchanan 

(2016), I wondered whether the English Education majors in my upper-division 

courses, for example, are “encountering models of teaching in literature classes 

that undermine what they are learning in methods courses” (p. 79). Recent 

anthologies have collected various pedagogies for the major (Hewings et al., 

2016; Lang et al., 2016; Ortmann et al., 2023). To build my pedagogy firsthand 

from Gen Z responses, I surveyed English majors over the course of a semester 

about their preferences and the pedagogical approaches they had experienced in 

upper-division courses at my institution. My aim was to supplement the reports 

from the Modern Language Association as reported in Huber (1992), Houston 

(2001), and the MLA Teagle Foundation Working Group (2009) with a field 

report from my classroom and department. I wanted to listen to my students’ 

preferences for learning. By following Houston’s recommendation that “faculty 

members make the rationales behind their pedagogical choices visible in their 

classrooms” (2001, p. 235), I hoped to make my instruction more intentional. 

As an instructor, I often encounter models of teaching when I take my 

classes for library instruction. Exemplars of change, the librarians at my 

institution reconcile their library orientation with who and where Generation Z 

post-Covid English majors are by having students work in teams, use cellphones 

to document their discovery, and report back to the whole class, while the 

librarian simply bookends their discovery with a ten-minute introduction and Q 

&A. Because these digital natives have never known a world without the Internet, 

smartphones, and iPads, librarians have incorporated technology into their library 

orientations, deftly matching teaching methods to students’ learning preferences 

(Napier et al., 2018). Caring what our students care about involves stretching our 

pedagogical imagination and reconciling course materials with what they care 



 

 

about (Gilbert, 2021). English instructors are also developing teaching practices 

that address their students’ learning styles and cultivate their marketable critical 

thinking and communication skills. Thus, this study operates within a three-part 

historical context: 

1) the Gen Z-focused iterations of the active learning Bonwell and Eisen 

introduced in 1990 (Gilbert, 2021; Gilbert et al., 2022; Helaluddin et al., 

2023; Johnson & Sveen, 2020; Whitehead, 2023),  

2) the lessons learned during Covid-19 (Bates, 2023; Carillo, 2023; 

Farney, 2023; Greensmith et al., 2023; Munro, 2022; Zhao, 2022) and  

3) the conversations in the public square on the death of the English major 

(Heller, 2022), poetry (Walther, 2022, 2023), and reading itself (Scott, 

2023).  

To augment our teaching practices in upper-division literature courses for the new 

economy calls for a continuing questioning of our English majors. As one 

respondent to Heller’s article writes, “If English departments spent less time 

lamenting the end of an era and more time engaging their students in a serious 

conversation, we’d find a wealth of fresh perspectives” (Letters, 2023, para. 5). 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Not much has changed since Corrigan (2017) reported that pedagogical 

scholarship within literary studies is eclipsed by pedagogical scholarship within 

writing studies. The need for and relevance of a study of English majors’ learning 

styles comes from the “yawning gap [in pedagogy] between writing studies and 

literary studies” (p. 550). Despite the small scale of my study, it attempts to fill 

that gap in literature courses. Richardson and Kring (1997) conducted a study 

comparable to this one, also at a medium size, regional state university. Whereas 

their study’s participants were students in beginning as well as upper-level 

English courses, all the participants in my study had a declared English major. 

The 1997 study by Richardson and Kring revealed that students “overwhelmingly 

preferred lectures with an additional element such as voluntary participation, 

demonstrations, or student discussion groups” in contrast to professor-assisted 

class discussion. Second, it found that women students liked a more interactive 

approach to teaching, analogous to the 1990 MLA finding about upper-division 

faculty respondents, indicating that women devoted less time to lecturing and 

more time to in-class discussion than other study participants (Huber, 1992, p. 

51). Finally, Richardson and Kring found that students with the highest GPAs 

overwhelmingly preferred professor-assisted class discussion, which the authors 

conjectured may make this interactive teaching style the most effective for higher-

ability students. These conclusions about students in all English courses appear to 

reinforce the MLA’s earlier finding of traditional course format. 

Unfortunately, studies of upper-division literature courses as a unit are 

even fewer than studies of introductory courses, validating the belief that we are 



 

 

not concerned enough with how we teach literature to our majors (Buchanan, 

2016, p. 79). Almost 80 percent of my department’s undergraduate course 

offerings fulfill the university’s arts and humanities requirements, supporting 

majors across the institution with courses in reading, writing, and research. 

However, as bachelor's degrees awarded nationally have increased by 34 percent, 

the English major has taken a precipitous downward turn (Laurence, 2017). While 

the English teacher shortage has reached a crisis point, the employment need for 

writers and authors is projected to grow 8 percent from 2016 to 2026 (Bureau of 

Labor Statistics, 2023).  

Seven years before the study by Richardson and Kring (1997), the report 

prepared by the MLA’s director of research based on the organization’s 1990 

study provided the most comprehensive data available on the teaching and 

learning in the English major. Two of Huber’s (1992) findings apply. First, she 

found that instructors devoted an equal amount of class time in upper-division 

literature courses to lecture and discussion. Second, she found that instructors 

who had received their highest degree within the ten years prior to the survey 

devoted more time to discussion than instructors who had received their highest 

degree more than ten years before the survey. The latter finding anticipated a shift 

away from lecture that has since become more firmly rooted—in theory, if not 

universally in practice. Following the MLA’s findings on theoretical approaches, 

educational goals, and course content, the 1990 Survey analyzed course format. 

The report’s final section is titled “Traditional Texts and Practices Remain in 

Place.” The report includes the following specific findings:  

• There is little evidence…that English faculty members have jettisoned 

traditional texts and teaching methods in their upper-division literature 

courses.  

• The great majority of respondents subscribe to traditional educational 

goals for their courses. These aims revolve around providing students 

with the historical and intellectual background needed to understand 

the primary texts they are assigned and helping them to appreciate the 

merits of these texts.  

• The teaching formats respondents use in their courses are 

conventional; almost all respondents' classes consist of some 

combination of formal lecture and informal class discussion. (Huber, 

1992, pp. 50-53) 

To establish the cultural context at the time, Huber begins her “Findings” 

by explaining why the 1990 survey followed so soon after the MLA's similar 

1984-85 survey. The earlier study found that "courses are added to expand the 

curriculum, not to replace traditional offerings, which remain in place as core 

requirements for the English major" (Huber and Laurence, 1989, p. 43). Because 

these findings were “not in keeping with frequently heard claims of widespread 



 

 

change in the English curriculum” (Huber, 1992, p. 36), the MLA staff members 

decided to follow up with the 1990 survey. Thus, Huber’s findings served to clear 

up the discrepancy about whether there had been widespread curricular change, 

confirming that in the content of courses and the pedagogical approaches of 

faculty members, institutions had preserved the English major. The MLA saw 

stability and continuity in the texts that continued to make up the core of literature 

courses. However, despite the late twentieth-century battle of the books debated 

by Greenblatt (1992) and others, preserving traditional course format (by contrast 

to preserving traditional texts) in the literature classroom may not be the best way 

to attract Generation Z students to the major. 

For literary study to be a viable major for our students, English literature 

instructors have made an effort to evolve their teaching styles. Thirty years after 

the 1990 MLA study, I conducted a study of the literature learning styles and 

course format of my classroom and my department. Whereas the Modern 

Language Association’s questionnaire had over five hundred faculty respondents 

from within an organization with 25,000 members, this study relies on the data 

from twenty English majors enrolled in my upper-division literature course in an 

institution of 18,000 students. Unlike the faculty in the Modern Language 

Association’s study who completed a questionnaire about their teaching style, the 

students in my study completed a questionnaire about their learning style. The 

data gathered from students in the current study complements the MLA study data 

in that the students’ perceptions of teaching styles may differ from their 

instructors’ perception of teaching styles. 

RESEARCH DESIGN 

The explicit purpose of the current study was to identify the preferred 

learning styles of Z Generation English majors in a literature course. At my 

institution, the core literature courses for the major (whether a student’s 

concentration is Literature, English Teaching, Creative Writing, or Technical 

Writing) are Principles of Literary Study, American Literature I, American 

Literature II, English Literature I, English Literature II, and Shakespeare. Given 

my observations of today’s students, I posited that interactive learners absorb 

more than solitary learners do, and specifically, that participants who enjoy 

discussing their experience of the assigned reading learn more than students who 

prefer listening to the instructor lecture about the reading.  

To evaluate the hypothesis, I designed the course to include a variety of 

brief in- and out-of-class solitary and interactive activities (Bedetti, 2017). Pre-

class solitary activities included submitting a five-question online reading quiz 

and reviewing the correct answers, preparing a five-minute cultural context 

presentation, posting an open-ended response to the reading, and composing a 

creative response. The in-class solitary activity was listening to the instructor’s 

mini-lecture, defined as the instructor talking without interruption for about ten 



 

 

minutes. The pre-class interactive activities included replying to participants’ 

responses to the reading and reading responses to one’s own post, as well as 

replying to participants’ responses to the creative task and reading responses to 

one’s own creative task. The in-class interactive activities included discussing 

everyone’s response to the reading assignment.  

After receiving my institution’s IRB Exemption Certification, IRB 

Approval Notification Protocol #1346, Student Informed Consent Form, I 

designed my questionnaire to measure the study participants’ preferences in 

activities, learning styles, and course format (Appendix A). 

METHODS 

Participants 

The group studied was a cameo of national English major demographics. 

The twenty participants represented the varied options at our comprehensive 

regional university, which requires a minimum ACT of 18 for full admission. 

Figure 1, showing the participants’ year in college, indicates that most students 

were well along in their courses for the major, with the largest population being 

seniors, followed by juniors and sophomores. Since the English major curriculum 

guide recommends students enroll in English Literature II in the last semester of 

their senior year, the largest percentage of the group were predictably seniors (40 

percent). As a result, the largest group of students had completed the other core 

upper-division literature courses. The group was also representative of the gender 

distribution of degrees in English since the late 1960s, as students filled out a 

survey indicating there were fourteen female participants (70 percent) and six 

male participants (30 percent), with no students indicating a non-binary gender 

identity. The gender distribution for English majors appears largely unchanged 

from what it has been since the mid-sixties (Schramm et al., 2003, p. 90). One 

student was African American (5 percent), which is characteristic of the 

racial/ethnic distribution of degrees in English (American Academy of Arts and 

Sciences, 2019). Finally, one student was nontraditional (5 percent), defined as 

over the age of twenty-four.  

Moreover, Figure 1 regarding participants’ major concentrations indicates 

that this group represented national trends (Marx & Cooper, 2020). According to 

the ADE Ad Hoc Committee on the English Major (2018, p. 38), in the various 

tracks departments offer for majors, only in creative writing were departments 

more likely to report enrollments that increased. Literature has experienced the 

highest decrease (74 percent), followed by English education (69 percent). Given 

the upsurge in creative and technical writing, it is not surprising that 40 percent 

had a concentration in writing rather than literature. At the University of Missouri 

Columbia, one of the most comprehensive schools in the United States, the trend 

toward writing is even more pronounced than in my study participants: Sixty 

percent of their majors at the time named creative writing as their primary 



 

 

emphasis (Read, 2019, p. 15). At my institution, teaching majors tend to select 

American rather than English literature to fulfill their literature requirements, so 

the 20 percent majoring in English Teaching was unsurprising. In sum, the most 

recent data sets indicate that this study's participants approximate the distribution 

of today's English majors with regard to gender, race, and major concentration. 

   

Figure 1: Participants’ Demographic  

Procedures 

The course selected to study the learning styles of English majors was a 

survey of English literature since the late 1700s. On the first day of class, after 

reviewing the course syllabus and the study, students received an Informed 

Consent Form, which described the study, stipulated that participation was 

voluntary, and assured their anonymity. 

My research methods were both quantitative and qualitative. Within a 

week of completing the study of a literary period, participants completed an 

online questionnaire reflecting on the recent unit. The first six questions invited 

participants to rank their enjoyment and learning through activities on a Likert-

like survey that enabled me to measure participants’ preferred learning styles. The 

second six were open-ended questions that invited students to comment on their 

learning styles and the various class activities, as well as to estimate the ratio of 

class time devoted to lecture and discussion in the six core upper-division 

literature courses (Appendix).  

To measure student learning, I used participants’ scores on the unit tests, 

which weighed twenty-five objective questions and an essay equally. The open-

ended essay allowed students agency in the construction of their thesis about the 

period and in the interpretive processes that they brought to bear. While the three 
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unit tests combined were only weighted 30 percent in the course grade, this 

closure task to each unit provided a quantitative way of assessing learning 

progress.   

At the end of the semester, I printed the unidentified questionnaires and 

entered the data into Excel. Using separate graphs for each unit, I ranked 

participants for Unit I, II, and III from lowest to highest test score recipient. To 

determine the role of their preference for lecture and discussion, I included the 

learner’s rating for enjoying lecture and enjoying discussion. I then examined 

whether participants’ learning preferences related to their assessed learning. 

 The data from the first unit survey shows a correlation between enjoying 

discussion and performing well on the test. In Figure 2, the twenty participants are 

ranked from lowest to highest, according to their unit test score. As the nearly 

identical trendlines for lecture and discussion indicate, participants enjoyed 

listening to lecture and participating in discussion in equal measure. The learning 

participants demonstrated on the first test nearly matched the degree to which they 

enjoyed discussion; in other words, the more a student enjoyed class discussion, 

the better the student performed on the assessment. 
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Figure 2: Unit I Preferred Learning Style in Relation to Learning 

Even more noticeably, the data for the second survey reveals a direct 

correlation between how highly a student ranked their enjoyment of class 

discussion and how highly they scored on the test. The discussion and learning 

trendlines shown in Figure 3 are parallel rising trendlines. Conversely, the lecture 

trendline shows that participants who indicated greater enjoyment for lecture 

scored slightly lower on the unit test than those who preferred discussion. Gaps in 

data reflect students who did not complete or partially completed Survey 2. 

 

Figure 3: Unit II Preferred Learning Style in Relation to Learning 

Like the data from the first two surveys, the final unit data also shows a 

direct correlation between discussion and learning. In fact, Figure 4 shows that 

while discussion directly linked to learning, the falling lecture trendline indicates 

that lecture was in inverse relation to learning. The data gaps in the graph reflect 

students who did not complete or partially completed Survey 3. The absence of 

data for participant 20 indicates a student who withdrew from the course; the 

student was minimally involved in course activities, not only in class discussion 

but also in the pre-class online activities. 

2

3

4

5

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20

P
ar

ti
ci

p
an

ts
' E

n
jo

ym
en

t 
(l

o
w

 t
o

 h
ig

h
)

Participants Ranked by Learning (low to high)

Unit II
Role of Lecture and Discussion in Learning

Lecture Discussion Learning

Lecture Trendline Discussion Trendline Learning Trendline



 

 

 

Figure 4: Unit III Preferred Learning Style in Relation to Learning  

FINDINGS 

Interaction Accelerated Learning 

At multiple points during the semester, the study shows a consistent 

correlation between participants’ enjoyment of class discussion and learning 

(Figures 2, 3, and 4). Participants’ open-ended comments support these 

quantitative results. In response to the question, “What activity in the unit has 

helped the most to make you more articulate?” participants mentioned class 

discussion nearly as much as any other activity: six on Survey 1, four on Survey 

2, and five on Survey 3. However, participants singled out pre-class online 

discussion slightly more often: six times on Survey 1, five times on Survey 2, and 

five times on Survey 3. Here is a sampling of their comments about interactive 

activities: 

• I have learned how to discuss literature better in the context of other 

people’s opinions.   
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• Thinking about the literature to make online posts and elaborating on 

them in class have made me more articulate–one of my favorite parts 

of this class!   

• I think that this class setup is so enjoyable. Everyone has the room to 

explain their thoughts and feelings about the text in a judgment-free 

way, via whole-class discussions as well as Blackboard discussion 

forums. (Survey 3) 

Preference for Interaction Increased 

In addition to individual participant results, the data yielded group 

findings. The last three sets of columns of Figure 5 suggest that the group 

transformed its learning style during the study.  

 

 
Figure 5: Participants’ Learning Styles in Relation to Learning  

As the group’s enjoyment of discussion rose over time, their learning increased. 

To confirm, Figure 5 also shows that as the group’s enjoyment of passive 

listening fell, their learning rose.  

Students enjoyed discussing more than listening to lecture; by contrast, 

they did not enjoy posting their pre-class response nearly as much as sharing their 
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comments in class. According to Figure 5, in the context of the other activities, 

the solitary composing of journal responses received the lowest ratings among all 

activities. In fact, Figure 6 reveals that participants ranked composing their open-

ended response to the reading significantly lower—a full point lower—than 

interacting with each other by reading their classmates’ posts, replying to two 

classmates, and reading replies to their own post. In short, students preferred 

learning together. 

 
Figure 6: Preference for Interactional Online Activity to Solitary Online 

Activity  

The survey’s open-ended questions, however, yielded comments that 

acknowledged the value of their solitary responses to the reading. In answer to the 

question, “What activity in the course has helped make you more articulate?” one 

student answered, “definitely” in the discussion board posts. She amplified:  

I sometimes struggle a bit more to articulate my thoughts about a 

reading in class when I’m on the spot, but when I can sit down and 

write a discussion board about a reading it gives me time to stop 

and really reflect on what I’ve read and what I think about it. That 

process really helps me learn and remember the material, which 
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has helped me become more articulate in class because I’ve spent 

more time really thinking about the reading. (Survey 2) 

Thus, while solitary articulation ranked low on the enjoyment scale overall, more 

than one participant attested to the value of posting to forums; specifically, what 

also helped was “the fact that you can't see anyone's posts before you do your 

own” (Survey 1). Figure 6 shows how participants favored even asynchronous 

online interaction over solitary reflective posting. While students recognized that, 

however arduous, they needed to reflect and articulate on their own before 

coming together online or in class, they enjoyed leaving the traditional ivory 

tower.  

While I did not define or discuss what it means to be articulate, these 

comments suggest that they recognized that being able to articulate their thoughts 

marked students’ academic socialization into the class as a learning environment 

(Bedetti, 2017a). When they were able to situate their discourse in the larger 

academic conversation by externalizing their thoughts in debate with others, their 

enjoyment of a mutual social presence enhanced learning. 

Traditional Course Format Persists  

To contextualize the study of learning styles in one course, participants 

estimated the use of class time in all the core upper-division courses they had 

completed. Figure 7 ranks the six core literature courses for the major according 

to class time devoted to discussion, organized from low to high. The data reveals 

that the three courses with a higher percentage of class time devoted to discussion 

deal with literature written in the last two centuries, whereas the three ranking 

relatively lower in-class time devoted to discussion deal with older literature. The 

catalogue description of four of these courses begins, “A study of selected works 

by representative authors, reflecting the chronological development of,” followed 

by the literary historical period shown in Figure 7. A fifth course description 

references the Elizabethan period (1558-1603). According to the amount of class 

time devoted to lecture and discussion, lecture appears to prevail in almost all 

upper-division literature courses in the major.  



 

 

 

Figure 7: Class Time Devoted to Lecture and Discussion in Core Courses  

DISCUSSION 

Figure 7 suggests that the older and less familiar the literature, the more 

time the instructor spends lecturing. While a course’s chronological period may 

play a part in the proportion of time devoted to teacher talk in relation to student 

talk, these findings indicate that among the study participants, lecture takes up 

decidedly more class time than discussion. On average, the participants spent 63 

percent of the time in their literature classes listening to lecture and 37 percent of 

class time discussing. By comparison, in 1990, teachers “spent most of their class 

time in lecture and discussion, with each typically taking up about half the 

available time” (Huber, 1992, p. 50). According to the current small-scale study, 

instructors of English majors at my public regional comprehensive university 

devote even more class time to lecturing than they did in earlier decades. To 

support the claim more broadly, I would need to provide evidence from 

observations of several classes, preferably at several universities.  

Furthermore, Huber’s language suggests the MLA’s desire to preserve 

tradition. She reports, as the director of research, that the traditional educational 
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goals for their courses for the great majority of her respondents revolve around 

“providing students with the historical and intellectual background needed to 

understand the primary texts they are assigned and helping them to appreciate the 

merits of these texts” (1992, p. 52). Her use of the words “providing” and 

“helping” further suggests a lecturing scenario with students as the recipients. 

Huber seems reassured to report that traditional practices “remain in place” (p. 

50). 

The results of the current study indicate that students learn more by trying 

to articulate their own ideas to their classmates and the instructor. Figures 2, 3, 

and 4 show that discussion more than lecture links with learning at multiple points 

in the semester. Figure 5 shows that students prefer interacting in class rather than 

listening to the instructor lecture. Figure 6 shows that even with online tasks, 

students preferred interaction to solitary reflection. 

The participants’ responses suggest that most learning took place outside 

the classroom, while most of the engagement and practice occurred in the 

classroom. Outside the classroom, students spent about three hours preparing for a 

class; at their own pace, they accomplished the assigned tasks. Dialogic learning 

then continued in the classroom with the professor as well as classmates (Garrett 

& Nichols, 1991, p. 37). By replying to two journal and two creative posts and by 

reading replies to their own posts, according to Figure 8, students engaged in a 

minimum of four interactions with the group before meeting in class. Over the 

course of the semester, the class members developed relationships based on these 

online asynchronous interactions. Sometimes, the dialogic learning stemmed from 

discovering a likeminded sensibility, sometimes because a student offered a novel 

perspective on the reading. Figure 8 may not adequately convey the extent of the 

inverted learning because the number of tasks outside of class and in class is 

equal. However, the greater investment of time for the homework points to the 

flipped learning that rendered class dialogue meaningful.  



 

 

 
 Figure 8: Typical Pre-Class Learning and In-Class Application  

In answer to the survey question, “What activity in the unit has helped the most to 

make you more articulate?” many participants singled out the importance of work 

outside of class.  

• Commenting on classmates’ posts helped me understand my own (and 

their) opinions better.  

• Sitting down and thinking about my response helped me with 

organizing my ideas. 

• Blackboard has helped me the most. Everyone can have the 

opportunity to post their own ideas and thoughts, and the rest of the 

class can learn from their information. (Survey 3) 

By the time we met for the fifty-minute class period, students had invested 

the greater amount of time in their learning. My role was to open the in-class 

discussion by identifying the strands of their pre-class discussion, supplementing 

gaps or clearing up misconceptions in their understanding, and engaging with 

their questions, both posted and spontaneous. Student discussion followed my 

mini-lecture. Sometimes we began class discussion in groups. For example, to 

recognize Yeats’ modernist tone, groups compared aspects of “When You Are 

Old” to the Ronsard sonnet on which it is based. The third segment of the class 

was devoted to students’ creative applications of the reading assignment. For 

another example, to characterize Victorian authors, following our performance of 

Act III of The Importance of Being Earnest, students prepared and presented two-
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minute role plays reviewing the performance from the perspective of Austen, 

Tennyson, Browning, Lear, Carroll, Gilbert, Kipling, and Wilde. Finally, in the 

last minutes of each class, we articulated our takeaways from the day’s 

interactions. 

CONCLUSIONS 

 The current study provides a snapshot that may offer some insights and 

possibilities for English literature teaching while also acknowledging the 

limitations of the sample size. Allbaugh suggested there is an “already widely 

held preference for facilitating class discussion over lecturing” in the literature 

classroom (2004, p. 474). With the arrival of Gen Z to higher education and 

Covid-era challenges, researchers have accelerated their adjustments to student 

learning preferences. A literature review examining research from 2015 to 2021 

on the trends of active learning in higher education underscores engagement’s 

contribution to students’ well-being (Ribeiro-Silva, 2022). Building on the 

recommendations made by Mohr and Mohr (2017) and Seemiller and Grace 

(2016), several guidelines emerge from the current study for tailoring teaching 

styles to the needs of post-Covid Generation Z students. The current study’s 

conclusions, despite its limited sample size (n=20), correspond with the findings 

of a recent study of university students’ learning preferences also conducted at a 

regional comprehensive university (Sytnik & Stopochkin, 2023). The study’s 

larger sample size (n=137) found that professors across several majors ranked 

lecture first out of fifteen selected teaching methods, whereas students ranked 

lecture fourteenth in effectiveness out of fifteen selected teaching methods (pp. 6-

7). Concurring with other recent research, the current study found the following 

pressing teaching and learning preferences for today’s upper-level English majors.  

Keep Communication Brief  

Accommodate Generation Z students’ short attention span (Gilbert, B. G. 

et al., 2022; Huss, 2023; Seemiller & Grace, 2017). Gen Z students, because of 

technology, tend to have a shorter attention span than millennials. On computers 

and phones, attention spans are short and declining (Mark, 2023). While online 

learning allows for self-pacing and flexible attendance, in-class discussion and 

application of the content require a teacher to step off the soapbox and provide 

students immediate feedback, including answers to their questions. Gen Z learners 

prefer blended learning that is not monotonous (Helaluddin et al., 2023). Asked 

whether they practiced their discussion skills in all their classes, two Gen Z 

students described a particular discussion experience: 

Student 1: I have the feeling it was more of a teacher-oriented discussion 

since the beginning, I felt like I’m always trying to contribute something, 

like my own idea, and then once I’ve contributed to the idea the professor 

is more like, “Eh, not really, this is kinda what it is . . . .” It wasn’t 

something that they thought fit with their view.  



 

 

Student 2: Yeah, I’m in the same class as him and I’ve personally been 

shut down in class before trying to talk. So, I don’t speak in that class very 

often. (Bedetti, 2017)   

Thus, instead of extended instructor soliloquies, democratizing the classroom 

entails “a demanding pedagogy that requires both preparation and openness to 

informed student readings” (Ashley, 2007, p. 208). Likewise, the rapid exchange 

of ideas in discussion requires students to encode their classmates’ ideas into their 

own contexts, as they build their arguments with the help of textual references, 

ideal skills to develop in a participatory democracy (Radaelli, 2015).  

Students prefer short but relevant writing tasks, such as the succinct 

assignments outlined in Schillace’s (2012) course, Romancing the Marketplace: 

Why Degrees in English and the Liberal Arts Matter in the Today’s Economic 

Climate. Dealing with real-life issues that students are interested in, she argues, 

helps students build a bridge between major and career more than lengthy term 

papers or long-winded lectures. Instead, as Emre (2023) argues, instructors might 

allow discussion to overflow into the activities of daily life, “a wide world that 

stretches beyond the institutions of the Anglosphere” (para. 31). One instructor 

teaches multimedia memoir to help students integrate their voices into new 

writing spaces (Hillin, 2012). Other faculty have blended TikTok into courses for 

the English major (Revesencio et al., 2022). An example of a brief assignment 

from my course asked students reading Naipaul's “One Out of Many” to compose 

a paragraph in response to the following prompt: “Picture what you want to 

become in America, your vision for your future, your ambition, the struggles you 

anticipate, and hurdles you expect to encounter to achieve your dream.” To 

maximize learning in each class period, Generation Z students challenge us to 

plan and sequence short segments into a coherent arc, with one brief activity 

flowing seamlessly into the next.  

Co-Create 

Allow Generation Z students to connect with learners of shared interests 

and move beyond the one-way depositing of knowledge and the routine of 

individual work. Our students are not in tune with or have the patience for 

traditional, passive instructional sources; they prefer to collaborate with each 

other and with faculty. An approach that empowered the students to recognize 

themselves as co-creators of knowledge within a classroom asked students to 

imagine what Dickens would have done to curate his Instagram feed (Huggins & 

Henderson, 2023). As recent research has shown, flipping the classroom provides 

the kind of engagement Generation Z students crave (Aydin & Demirer, 2022). In 

the words of the founder of the literature workshop, instructors have to “find ways 

to switch roles with [students]” (Blau, 2003, p. 2). Researchers have argued that 

the learning process is collective rather than isolated (Klages, 2004, p. 45; Linkin, 

2010, p. 168; Murillo‑Zamorano et al., 2021). In a student-centered classroom, the 



 

 

emphasis is on conversation. American Gen Z emerging adult students have 

voiced the importance of relational connection and inclusion, with implications 

for team-based learning (Harrigan et al., 2021). An unsolicited student comment I 

received regarding a lower-division introductory literature survey acknowledges 

the power of student-centered co-creation: “I loved every play we read in class 

and have really found a deep appreciation and excitement for literature. I hope 

that one day many English classes will switch to this style of teaching (creativity) 

and keep students excited for learning!” (Gartland, 2017). Klages reported similar 

feedback about open discussion from her students in a sophomore-level literature 

class (2004, p. 170). The integrative English major includes the kind of student-

faculty collaboration that has been longstanding outside of the humanities: “As 

the trend toward involving undergraduates in research suggests, it is important to 

engage students with faculty scholarly interests and the issues and arguments 

debated in the discipline” (MLA Teagle Foundation Working Group, 2009, p. 7). 

Increasingly, deploying undergraduate research is part of the redefinition of how 

we think about English undergraduate studies (Ballentine, 2022). Students learn 

by doing, not only by paying attention. 

Interact In-Person 

What emerged from the pandemic most clearly for instructors is the need 

to recognize students as whole people (Carillo, 2023). Upon returning to campus, 

students’ lack of ease with each other was profound, understandably since a 

traditional first-year student will have spent a fifth of their adolescence deprived 

of in-person interaction with friends. One English major’s chronicle of his 

academic year during the pandemic is marked by a sense of loneliness (Farney, 

2023). The resulting lack of academic socialization when students returned to the 

classroom heightens the need to practice in-person interaction. At the end of a 

relationship-rich course, my students are fully aware of how each classmate has 

contributed to their learning experience (Student compliments, 2017). A resilient 

pedagogy includes acknowledging the trauma that many of our students have 

endured throughout their lives (Greensmith et al., 2023; Munro, 2022). It includes 

rewarding the cultural wealth and cultural capital of minoritized students 

(Maghsoodi et al., 2023). For example, in my Enjoying Lit class one day halfway 

through the semester, an African American student from Atlanta observed that she 

and a Hispanic student were the only non-Caucasians in the room. We had created 

a social space where she felt a “contact zone” (Zito, 2023) in which she could 

share feelings about her sense of social fit and belongingness in our central 

Kentucky classroom. Encouraging students to speak up nurtures agency and 

develops emotional as well as intellectual intelligence.  

Often less skilled at interpersonal face-to-face interactions and networking 

than millennials, Generation Z students seek relevant professional and 

communication experience rather than lectures and independent, isolated work 



 

 

(Cook, 2015). For example, an instructor divided twenty members of a Survey of 

American Literature II class into six teams, each of which “collabo-wrote” a 

publishable scholarly article (Blythe and Sweet, 2008, p. 323). Even with 

audiovisual presentations, a course feature reported as used by almost 40 percent 

of the 1990 MLA Survey respondents (Huber, 1992, p. 51), faculty can make 

interactive strategies recognizable and thus “create confidence in students that 

interactive skills are learnable” (Godó, 2012, p. 76). Discussion fulfills students’ 

need to articulate their viewpoints to others, to recognize and contextualize 

others’ viewpoints, and to hear their own viewpoints restated. By giving students 

the ability to restate and reorganize information in relation to their own 

experiences, they develop their Elaborative Processing skills (Bedetti, 2017). A 

peer observer of my literature class concluded his assessment by remarking, “I’ve 

never observed a class in all my career that had a hundred percent fully engaged 

participation” (Rahimzadeh, 2022). According to Redaelli, “developing such 

interpersonal skills is pivotal for academic performance and career success” 

(2015, p. 346). “Rather than abandoning students to a crowded solitude,” Redaelli 

(2015, p. 350) argues that we educate for participation in a democratic life. Thus, 

the major is the place where students gain the riches that will be their intellectual 

capital for the rest of their lives. Using video games-as-literature can help nurture 

students’ motivations to persist in the English major and help them construct their 

disciplinary identity (Nicholes, 2020). Including career mapping in the English 

major helps with recruitment and retention (Rafes et al., 2014). Not surprisingly, 

after Covid, students in an innovative classroom have expressed more satisfaction 

with an environment where they are more likely to be talking to their peers, 

sensed more community, and perceived these classrooms as more appropriate to 

their learning (Britt et al., 2022). Many instructors are rushing to meet today’s 

students on their own terms. 

 Further research of English major learning and teaching styles is needed to 

provide evidence from observations of several classes, preferably at several 

universities and by an outside observer, such as a graduate or Work-Study 

student. Identifying the learning preferences of Gen Z literature students also 

requires surveys of several classes at comparable regional comprehensive 

universities. As Børte et al. (2023) have done across disciplines, it would be 

useful to survey not only for English majors’ perception of their learning styles 

but also to survey their instructors for their perception of their teaching styles. 

One or more impartial observers could measure the minutes devoted to each 

teaching style. Such a large-scale study could provide three percentages—student 

perception, teacher perception, and objective measurement—and result in more 

persuasive data about how well teaching and learning styles match. Ideally, the 

investigator would not also be an instructor of record.  



 

 

As new skills and technologies take over, English Departments “also need 

to up-skill and re-skill themselves” (Whitehead, 2023, p. 32). From semester to 

semester, English instructors seek to disprove Børte et al.’s (2023) finding that 

“despite frequent calls for more student-active learning, studies find that teaching 

remains predominantly traditional and teacher-centered” and seek “better 

alignment between research and teaching practices” (p. 597). The most striking 

finding in Børte et al.’s review of the literature was “the discrepancy between how 

academics work when they conduct research and when they teach” (p. 610). 

Instructors can bridge that gap by translating theory into practice in their course 

format and in each lesson plan. My daily planning time occurs on the drive home 

as I reflect on the recent class meeting. Like many other instructors, I consider the 

level of students’ engagement with the reading assignment, the rhythm of the 

class period (Bedetti, 2012), and where we are in the semester (Bedetti, 2013). If 

my Gen Z students seemed less engaged than usual, I feel challenged to create 

novel segments for the next meeting. When the tasks build into a coherent whole, 

students and instructor leave the literature classroom tangibly elated. At the final 

meeting of my course, the round robin of compliments that each student gives 

every classmate reveals how keenly responsive they have been to each other’s 

talents and sensibilities. As their instructors are building their English Department 

back better, students are experiencing how their confidence, communication, and 

interpersonal skills render them more agile and collaborative in the new 

workplace. 
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Appendix: Survey of Learning Styles in Today’s Upper-Division English Major 

Questionnaire 

Our learning outcomes in this upper-level literature course include  

• to become familiar with the major writers and their works 

• to understand how the writers fall into canonical literary periods 

• to think, speak, and write effectively about the literature 

Please Rank the Course Activities 

Scale of 1 (not much) to 5 (much) 

How much did you enjoy 

doing the activity? 

How much did the 

activity help you learn? 

1) Writing a journal response to the 

reading 
1      2      3      4     5 1      2      3      4     5 

2) Posting and reading peer replies to the 

journal posts 
1      2      3      4     5 1      2      3      4     5 

3) Writing a creative post related to the 

reading 
1      2      3      4     5 1      2      3      4     5 

4) Posting and reading peer replies to the 

creative posts 
1      2      3      4     5 1      2      3      4     5 

5) Listening to the instructor lecture 1      2      3      4     5 1      2      3      4     5 

6) Discussing everyone’s response to the 

reading 
1      2      3      4     5 1      2      3      4     5 

Please Answer the Following Questions about Your Learning  

1) Did you have a study partner/group?   Yes                              or                               No 

2) Which activities contributed more to 

your learning? 
  Solitary                       or                    Interactive 

3) In what ways have you become more articulate discussing the literature orally or in writing? 

4) What activity in the unit has helped the most to make you more articulate? 

5) Do you have comments, observations, and/or suggestions for enhancing your learning? 



 

 

 

Please Answer a Question about Your Upper-Level Literature Courses 

6) What percent of class time is devoted to lecture and discussion in each course?  
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